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On the other side of the world, this 
same midcentury period of history  
was a time of turmoil and recreation  
of political and cultural institutions  
in Japan. The old shogunate— 
government by military rulers— 
was being replaced by what, in  
time, would become known as the 
Meiji Restoration.
A new government was slowly evolv-
ing to be named for the young Japanese 
emperor, Meiji, who would rule from 
1867 until 1912. This was a period of 
rapid change in the country, transform-
ing from a feudal, backward, and isola-
tionist country, to becoming one of the 
world’s industrial powers. A remarkable 
transformation indeed. Yet the Japanese 
never lost sight of what it was they 
wanted to become through this rapid 
transformation. A paraphrase tells us the 
Japanese perspective: “Western tech-
nology in order to preserve Japanese 
ethics.” In other words, it was recog-
nized that Japan might abandon its 
250-year-old policy of isolation to the 
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The normal school movement began in late seventeenth-century France; slowly it began to move across Europe, and by the early 
nineteenth century, had made its way to the United 
States and Canada. Among the first normal schools 
was one founded in Concord, Vermont, in 1823. In 
Massachusetts, the Bridgewater State Normal School 
was founded in 1840, making it one of the first such 
schools to be founded in the United States. It was 
inaugurated under the guidance of Horace Mann, 
an individual who would become preeminent in his 
reputation for establishing “normal” programs in 
public education. Hence the name: “normal,” which 
meant the education of individuals who intended to 
become public school teachers, people after graduation 
who would cultivate “norms” of behavior and attitude 
which would then be passed along to their students 
who comprised the population at large.
outside world, in hopes of maintain-
ing its independence and integrity as a 
modern nation-state. So, to modernize 
along Western lines, yes, but in order 
to preserve what was unique to Japan 
and its people – its ethical values and its 
Shinto traditions. How to accomplish 
this goal was the question. 
In 1851, Shuji Isawa was born to a 
lower samurai family in the Takato 
Domain on central Honshu Island. 
Throughout his younger years, he had 
studied in his home town at the Takato 
Domain School. He was for a brief 
time a principal of a teacher training 
school before moving to Tokyo where 
he had private tutoring in the English 
language. During these years, he also 
exhibited his interest in musical studies 
which would continue throughout his 
education. Today, the online webpage 
of the Tokyo University of the Fine 
Arts considers Isawa the father of music 
education for Japanese school children.
In 1869, he moved to Tokyo to live 
with his uncle and while there, he  
studied English with several tutors.  
At the same time, he began working in 
the Japanese Ministry of Education and 
Emperor Mutsuhito (1852-1912) named “Meiji” 
(Unknown artist, Emperor Meiji before 1902, 
Wikimedia commons.org)
Shuji Isawa (Archives and Special Collections, 
Bridgewater State University)
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the Ministry of Industry in lower-level 
positions. His real opportunity came in 
1875 when he was sent by the Ministry 
of Education to the State Normal 
School at Bridgewater, Massachusetts. 
There as a matriculated student, he was 
expected to earn both his diploma and 
study the methods whereby students 
were prepared to go out and teach the 
public as school teachers. Or to phrase 
it like the school’s founder, Horace 
Mann: “Not to be Ministered Unto, 
but to Minister.”
While a student at Bridgewater, Isawa 
met Luther Whiting Mason, an impor-
tant American music educator who, 
on Isawa’s recommendation, would be 
offered a position in the Ministry of 
Education by the new Meiji govern-
ment. His responsibility was to develop 
music programs for elementary and 
middle school students. Eventually, 
this would lead to the founding of 
the Tokyo Conservatory of Music, to 
become part of the Tokyo University 
of the Arts. Mason would remain in 
Japan for nearly three years until 1882. 
By 1887, the Tokyo University of the 
Arts—its current iteration—would be 
established by Shuji Isawa.
Interestingly enough, while at Bridge-
water, Isawa would also have English 
lessons from Alexander Graham Bell 
in Boston, and, in exchange, Isawa 
instructed Bell in Japanese. According 
to Bell, “... a young Japanese student 
named Isawa...came to me for the 
purpose of studying the pronunciation 
of English. Of course, when he heard 
about the telephone he became very 
much interested. He said, “Mr. Bell, 
will this thing talk Japanese?” I said, 
“Certainly, any language.” He seemed 
very much astonished at that, and said 
he would like to try it. Mr. Isawa went 
to one end of the circuit and I stood at 
Sogakudo Concert Hall, built in 1890, origi-
nally part of the Tokyo Music School which  
was combined into the Tokyo University of  
the Arts. The hall was closed in 1972 and has 
been replaced by the new Sogakudo Hall, 1998. 
It has now been preserved as an important 
historical property. (Tokyo University of the 
Arts, media file photo, Wikipedia.org)
Gates House (1876) one of the few surviving buildings Shuji Isawa would have known as a student 
at Bridgewater Normal School. It was the home of Samuel P. Gates of Bridgewater. So many of the 
other buildings standing during Isawa’s student years were destroyed in the disastrous fire of 1924. 
(Foote, Jeremy, Gates House, BSU, 1912, photo taken from Wiki Commons)
He particularly was interested  
in blending the Western styles  
of music with the Japanese  
styles in an effort to broaden  
the sense students would develop  
of shared characteristics, as well  
as appreciate the uniqueness  
of the sounds of each. Music  
to him was a means of developing 
a greater sense of shared  
cultural expression. 
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the other. He talked in Japanese and  
I reported the result to him…”
According to Isawa’s registration card  
of September 7, 1875, he intended to 
study “a little of algebra, geometry, 
natural philosophy, and moral philo-
sophy.” Albert Gardner Boyden,  
principal of the school, said the follow-
ing about Isawa’s two years of study  
at Bridgewater:
Isawa had been well trained in 
the schools of Japan, was a close 
observer, a clear thinker, and could 
speak English slowly when he 
came to the school. By his per-
sistent industry and eagerness to 
learn, he maintained a high stand-
ing in his class work, and became 
the best thinker in the school.  
The facility and correctness with 
which he expressed his thoughts  
in English was surprising.
After Isawa’s return to Japan in 1878, 
he continued to work for educational 
reforms that would emphasize what his 
education in America had entailed. He 
particularly was interested in blending 
the Western styles of music with the 
Japanese styles in an effort to broaden 
the sense students would develop 
of shared characteristics, as well as 
appreciate the uniqueness of the sounds 
of each. Music to him was a means of 
developing a greater sense of shared 
cultural expression. When back in 
Japan, and for the remaining seventeen 
years of his active teaching career, he 
would write texts on music education 
which would stress these themes.
The last chapter of his public life was his 
work in setting up schools in Taiwan, 
which had been handed over to Japan 
after the Sino-Japanese War of 1895. 
His aim was to blend the musical tradi-
tions of the West and Japan with those 
of Taiwan. As always, he wanted to use 
music as a stepping stone to engender 
a sense of connectivity among cultures 
which would be studied and appreci-
ated using the musical medium.
By the turn of the twentieth century, 
he had given up most of his public 
duties and spent his remaining produc-
tive days working on musical texts, and 
compositions that would be used in 
the various forms of elementary school 
work he was devoted to achieving. 
Therein is the mainstay of his extraor-
dinary educational legacy.
What did Shuji Isawa carry away from 
his Bridgewater Normal School days 
of the 1870s, to his career in building a 
national normal school system in Japan 
in the next decades? Could it be Horace 
Mann’s determination to foster, as one 
historian has written, “…the concep-
tion that education should be universal, 
non-sectarian, free, and that its aims 
should be social efficiency, civic virtue, 
and character…”? Surely in his quest to 
build a national normal school system, 
both in Japan and later in Taiwan, his 
efforts were to use music, among other 
tools, to build a sense of unity among 
people of varied backgrounds and 
experiences. It was, after all, the single 
school system he helped orchestrate that 
unified the youth of an entire nation,  
to define what the “normal” in educa-
tion could produce among the nation’s 
youth, that he pursued right up until 
the time of his death in 1915. Whether 
in his pubic career, or in his private 
writings, of textbooks and music, this 
theme was paramount.
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Tokyo University of the Arts, a school which Shuji Isawa helped establish in 1887.
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